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families on the manor of Forncett; in 1550 the number had
dwindled to three, and by 1575 serfdom was here extinct1.
Nor was the survival of villeinage a mere legal fiction,
as it is sometimes thought2, devoid of all practical signi-
ficance. The peculiarity of the villein's condition consisted
no longer in the obligation to enforced labour, but in the
liability to be tallaged arbitrarily at the lord's will, and to
pay certain fines and dues from which freemen were
exempted. A bondman of Castle Combe3, William Heyne,
who had accumulated considerable wealth as a clothier, was
forced to pay fines for marrying his daughters, and after
his death heavy exactions were repeatedly extorted from
his widow before she was allowed to retain undisturbed
possession of his goods. Altogether his family was mulcted
of over two hundred and forty pounds within a generation ;
and from another the earl of Bath4 seized goods worth four
hundred pounds. The bondmen were often, in fact, men of
substantial position who were too wealthy to be allowed
manumission. A mayor of Bristol was claimed as a serf,
and in 1586 the Privy Council intervened on his behalf.
A letter was sent to Lord Strafiord " that his lordship
forbear to offer any violence or other molestation unto
R. Cole, mayor of the city of Bristol, and T. Cole his
brother, by seeking to disturb them in their trade and to
seize their bodies upon pretence of challenging them
to be his lordship's bondmen, seeing they offer to answer
his lordship in law, and that their lordships think it re-
quisite that a principal officer of such a place and his brother,
having been both themselves and their ancestors heretofore
reputed freemen, should not be so hardly dealt with upon
any suspicion "5. Manumission especially was a source of
profit, and the heavy price sometimes paid for emancipation
would seem to show that serfdom was still attended by
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